News
A Townley-funded project to a remote corner of the
Himalayas is documenting the area’s culture for the first
time and throwing new light on the Museum’s collections

On the borders of Tibet
The Indian state
of Arunachal
Pradesh, the
region in the eastern
Himalayas where Bhutan,
Tibet and Burma meet India,
is the focus of a new five-year
Indo-British research project
in which the British Museum
is participating. The exploratory 2002 season and the
more substantial expedition
in January and February of
this year, supported by the
Townley Group, have enabled
me to return to Bloomsbury
with collections which not
only throw light upon existing
holdings in the Museum, but
also document the fast-changing culture of this mountain

Left: Following
new research and
photography, the
massive stupa
at Gorsam, the
centre of a major
cult, is to be published for the first
time
Below: The
famous lamadance of the
Torgya festival

The town of Tawang itself
is renowned as the birthplace
of the sixth Dalai Lama, and
is the main centre of Tibetan
Buddhism in the state.
Visiting the Namgyal
Monastery in Tawang in early

in their original environment
was enormously useful for
our understanding of their
functions and for their better
display in the Museum.
The support of the Townley
Group enabled me to acquire
contemporary material from
Tawang District which illustrates the continuity of traditional aspects of life, especially in the practice of
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region in 1962), have meant
end of the Tibetan year. These AD onwards, although almost
that little basic documentation take place continuously for
always without any contextual
work has been carried out.
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Masked dancing by the young, barefoot lamas is carried out irrespective
of the weather…
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when they circumambulate
sacred sites – in one case an
entire wooden prayer wheel
was entrusted to me for the
Museum’s collection.
Meanwhile, research work
has included documenting,
for the first time, the shrines
around Tawang that are, in
legend, associated with
Padmasambhava, the 8thcentury apostle of Buddhism
to the Tibetan world. These
have never been more than
listed and completely lack
photographic or written
descriptions, let alone any
understanding of the cultic
activities which take place
there and which attract
pilgrims from all over this
part of the eastern Himalayas.
Further, the massive stupa at
Gorsam, the centre of a major
cult, was measured and
photographed so that detailed
information on it can now
be published for the first time.
Plans for next year include
the recording and preserving
of precious photographic and
documentary evidence of the
history of this little-studied
area; it is hoped that the
Townley Group will enable us
to do this, as well as to
continue with the important
task of collecting for the
future of the Museum.
T. Richard Blurton,
Department of Asia

Further details on the project can be found on www.
tribaltransitions.soas.ac.uk
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